University of Tennessee at Chattanooga

UTC Scholar
Honors Theses

Student Research, Creative Works, and
Publications

5-2022

My female gaze
Sawyer Suerth
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, qvl273@mocs.utc.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.utc.edu/honors-theses
Part of the Photography Commons

Recommended Citation
Suerth, Sawyer, "My female gaze" (2022). Honors Theses.

This Theses is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Research, Creative Works, and Publications
at UTC Scholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in Honors Theses by an authorized administrator of UTC Scholar.
For more information, please contact scholar@utc.edu.

My Female Gaze
Sawyer Suerth

Departmental Honors Thesis
The University of Tennessee at Chattanooga
BFA Art: Photography and Media Art

Examination Date: April 8, 2022

Andrew O’Brien
Professor of Photography
Thesis Director

Matt Greenwell
Professor of Graphic Design
Department Examiner

Table of Contents
Introduction

1

Embedded Feminism

2

Internalized Surveillance

4

Creative Process and Reflection

5

Conclusion

6

Website Images

7

Bibliography

11

Introduction
Most people are familiar with that uncomfortable, sinister feeling as if someone is
watching them. Try to envision that feeling in broad daylight, walking down the sidewalk in an
everyday, public space. The unease rolls through your chest even though every visual cue seems
to signal safety. That feeling begins with someone else’s gaze.
I walk with my camera near my hip, held low in my hand and out of the way. I feel his
stare as I walk toward him. He is taller than me, and I can feel his eyes slide over my body from
ten feet away. As he walks closer, his lips are slightly puckered. As our paths are about to
converge, with a three-foot distance between us, I bring my camera to eye-level, and I take his
image. “Don’t take my fucking picture!” He is walking in the opposite direction, so I have to
turn to see the aftermath of our interaction.
The only reason there is evidence of this encounter is because I set out to record these
moments, one of countless daily interactions that are ignored and dismissed. I make work about
these experiences because of how social constructs silence the discussion of voyeurism directed
at women in public space. I call attention to everyday acts of objectification and misogyny by
examining these personal experiences in my photography practice. When I describe these
moments, I present my own experience as a white, cisgender woman. There are limitations to
examining my perspective, but my research into the experiences of other women from different
backgrounds confirms that this is a persistent issue within our society.
I take back the disembodied power that the male gaze has over me in public space by
taking photos of the men that look at my body. For other works in the series, I have revisited the
same areas and rephotographed the scenes, taking a forensic approach to the criminal potential of
the male gaze. In this supporting paper, I draw from socio-political movements including
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feminism and internalized surveillance of the self, which underscore my assertion that women
have less social power than men in public spaces, and strategies for change by examining art
theorists’ and philosophers’ writings.
There are other artists that have created work discussing public voyeurism. Valie
Export’s performance work created in 1968, Tap and Touch Cinema, challenged people to
physically confront and touch a real woman’s body rather than a woman on a screen, using her
own body and the gazes of onlookers to draw attention to the inappropriateness of objectification
in the film industry. A more recent example is Hannah Price’s Brotherly Love (2009-2012),
where Price features photographs of men who catcall her as she walks down the sidewalk. In an
interview with Price, Kat Chow quotes Price: “ ‘I'm in the photograph, but I'm not. Just turning
the photograph on them kind of gives them a feel of what it's like to be in a vulnerable position
— it's just a different dynamic … but it's just another way of dealing with the experience, of
trying to understand it’ ” (Chow). Price is describing how her gaze is disembodied yet still
powerful. Price uses her camera in the same way I used my own: to subvert and document the
casual misogyny of the male gaze.

Embedded Feminism
Feminism guides my lens and my stylistic choices as a photographer. My personal values
concerning feminism are that women, men, and nonbinary individuals treat one another with
equal respect. No one should objectify another person for their gender identity or the way they
look. Carmen Winant touches on the history of feminism in an article in Aperture Magazine
titled Our Bodies, Online. Winant cites the work of Petra Collins, writing that the images that
Collins shoots “use[ing] the tools of the male gaze,” to serve her own purpose: the female gaze
(Winant 142). This reconstruction is crucial to my work because a similar line of thought drives
2

my process for creating images. I wear whatever clothing I want to and go out into public. I am
then perceived by men in public space, and I redirect their gaze back at them. I indirectly
transform the male gaze into my own. I want more of the population to experience these
voyeuristic stares to increase awareness of the extreme discomfort of everyday voyeurism.
Laura Mulvey was the first person to formally coin the term “the male gaze” in her essay
Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, published in 1975. The work uses psychoanalytic
analysis to demonstrate how the patriarchy occupies and controls the viewer’s perspective in
film, and thus guides viewers with only a male gaze. Mulvey’s analysis of this phenomenon in
visual art and film can translate directly to reality, as she cites psychological disorders to convey
her argument. Mulvey uses psychoanalytic terminology like phallocentrism, scopophilia, and
fetishism to portray how the patriarchy has shaped audiences of narrative cinema, casting
phallocentrism as “depen[dent] on the image of the castrated woman to give order and meaning
to its world” (Mulvey 6). Women are interpreted in film foremost as lacking a penis and
secondarily interpreted as a mother figure. The woman exists as a “silent image” for “man to live
out his fantasies and obsessions” (Mulvey 7). Mulvey demonstrates that the bias of film is in
favor of the patriarchy. Through Freudian psychoanalysis, she also acknowledges how to use the
patriarchy’s own weapons against itself.
In Mulvey’s second section of her essay titled Pleasure in Looking/Fascination with the
Human Form, she examines the effect of scopophilia within film. Mulvey defines scopophilia
and gives Freud’s background as well. According to Mulvey, Freud “associated scopophilia with
taking other people as objects, subjecting them to a controlling and curious gaze” (Mulvey 8).
The translation to reality appears to be seamless. Psychological studies provide evidence of how
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the gaze is showcased in the film industry. The day-to-day voyeurism that motivates my creative
research showcases how the gaze manifests on a modern, daily basis.

Internalized Surveillance
One of the fundamental tools of patriarchal power and the associated power imbalance
between men and women is persistent, internalized surveillance. This imbalance of viewing
power between two parties is discussed by Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish. Foucault is
not analyzing the power disparity between genders but rather the power imbalance between one
party with the majority power and one party with the minority power. This power imbalance is
fully applicable to gender power dynamics in public spaces. Foucault presents a hypothetical
design for a prison with a central tower with radiating isolation cells on the outside of this tower.
Foucault writes of the prisoner, “He is seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information,
but never a subject of communication” (Foucault 200). Each prisoner can be watched but cannot
watch back. This prison design is analogous to the relationship between men and women in a
public space. Women walking alone down a street can be surveilled by men who choose to abuse
and exploit the unspoken rule of public space: not to stare at anyone until they become visibly
uncomfortable. Women know men can stare at their bodies and objectify them in public with
little capability to stop it. There is also no way for women to know when or if this abuse of
power will happen, just like the prisoner's uncertainty of being watched in Foucault’s design.
This known abuse of power, in turn, leads women to associate an implied physical threat if they
react negatively to a man’s undesired objectification.
Foucault’s concepts of internalized surveillance parallel ideas in John Berger’s research.
Berger’s book, Ways of Seeing, seeks to untangle certain art conventions manifested in artistic
works throughout history. Specifically, Berger focuses on conventions of representations of
4

women in visual art. Berger states that “women appear” whereas men “act” (Berger 47).
Therefore, women internalize the male gaze and present themselves to be treated how they want
to appear: “Thus she turns herself into an object – and most particularly an object of vision: a
sight” (Berger 47). Berger reveals a pivotal point that men perceive women and treat them based
on their preconceived notions of what they expect. According to Berger, “women are depicted in
quite a different way from men… because the ‘ideal’ spectator is always assumed to be male and
the image of the woman is designed to flatter him” (Berger 64). If men always expect women to
look enticing or appealing to them in visual art, photos, and imagery, what would stop them from
expecting women to look appealing in real life?

Creative Process and Reflection
This work began with an interest in “manual” public surveillance. As I began surveilling
people downtown, I noticed how often my body was stared at by strangers – almost always men.
I realized I had no control over the gazes when walking down the sidewalk or while I was at my
job, out to dinner, or in any other aspect of my life. I decided to record these moments of
unsolicited attention. The reaction was powerful. In these moments, I was able to catch men
doing something that isn’t illegal, but it isn’t justified either. This gray area of morality allowed
me to bend the power dynamic back in my favor. Through a kind of martyring of my own body,
I wanted to show the aggression, the discomfort, and the emotional impact on myself, calling
attention to what I used to think of as fleeting inconveniences that I felt required to endure.
I then revisited the areas where I had photographed men staring at my body. I reshot the
images exactly as I originally shot them, but without anyone present. Using these new images as
a ground, I then would trace over the perpetrator’s lines of sight in their absence. I remain
present as the artist.
5

Mark Klett and Byron Wolfe published a book that uses a similar concept of image and
perspective reconstruction with historic images of the Grand Canyon. Klett and Wolfe used
digital postproduction methods with traced perspectives to construct history and then reconstruct
the perspective of each landscape. These perspective tracings are incredibly similar to my own
replications of the interactions I rephotographed. A similar way of working is present in the
book, Images of Conviction: The Construction of Visual Evidence. In the section titled Wars
Seen From Above, the reader is shown two aerial images side by side with titles “Before” and
“After” showing before and after the war in 1916 France (Dufour 88). Pairing these images
together, the reader can immediately see the visual change in landscapes. I use the images of men
I photographed and then pair those with an image of the landscape absent of a man’s presence
immediately afterward. The visual change and one-to-one ratio have an immediate effect on the
viewer.

Conclusion
I connect my theories, approach, experience, and practice to arrive at “my female gaze.”
Unlike the male gaze, my gaze is responsive, not reactive. I respond to the situation at hand in a
calm but subversive manner rather than acting on an impulse. My aim to be responsive is a
conscious decision to subvert that reactivity. The driving forces that guide my artwork are
feminist authors and artists discussed here and the understanding that the root of internalized
surveillance of the self is an effect that stems from the male gaze. Implementing feminist ideas,
like how the male gaze can trickle into the perception of women in real life, allows the
opportunity for change to immerge. Being armed with the understanding of the origins of the
male gaze is pivotal to understanding how to change and advance the female gaze within a
public’s collective consciousness.
6
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